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Course Learning Outcomes for Unit I 
 
Upon completion of this unit, students should be able to: 
 

1. Examine Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) operational processes. 
1.1 Discuss OSHA’s priority list for performing on-site inspections. 
1.2 Discuss OSHA’s position on home-based worksites. 
1.3 Describe the process for scheduling construction inspections on multi-employer worksites.  

 

Course/Unit 
Learning Outcomes 

Learning Activity 

1.1 

Unit Lesson 
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 9 
Unit I Essay 

1.2 

Unit Lesson 
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 9 
Unit I Essay 

1.3 

Unit Lesson 
Chapter 1 
Chapter 2 
Chapter 9 
Unit I Essay 

 
 

Required Unit Resources 
 
This unit will use chapters from the following resource: 
 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration. (2020). Field operations manual. U.S. Department of Labor. 

https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164  
 
In order to access the following resources, click the chapter links below. 
 
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Chapter 2: Program Planning 
 
Chapter 9: Complaint and Referral Processing  
 
 

Unit Lesson 
 

Introduction 
 
The path to health and safety laws protecting the American worker has taken a long and tenuous track. The 
process did not start until after the Civil War, when industrial operations increased and young, inexperienced 
workers were placed in situations where they were using chemicals and machines for which they had 
inadequate training (MacLaury, 1981).  
 

UNIT I STUDY GUIDE 

OSHA’s Inspection Priorities 

https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164
https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164/chapter-1
https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164/chapter-1
https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164/chapter-2
https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164/chapter-2
https://www.osha.gov/enforcement/directives/cpl-02-00-164/chapter-9
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Prior to 1970, occupational safety and health regulations were primarily promulgated at the state level. The 
process resulted in uneven laws and enforcement efforts to protect workers. The first state law regarding 
health and safety was passed by Massachusetts in 1877 (MacLaury, 1981). That particular regulation 
required machine guarding and adequate fire exits. Other states passed similar inspection laws in the ensuing 
years; however, very few states passed regulations related to the health of employees.  
 
The first permanent federal bureau to specifically address worker health and safety was the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics in 1934 (MacLaury, 1981). In 1960, the U.S. Department of Labor issued a set of mandatory safety 
and health rules. These rules were not received well by industries where legal action was taken to prevent 
their implementation. President Lyndon Johnson attempted to pass a health and safety regulation in 1968 
based on the rules published by the U.S. Department of Labor in 1960, but the proposed legislation was 
defeated in Congress (MacLaury, 1981). However, the federal government adopted some health and safety 
regulations in the 1960s, which offered protection for workers in certain industries. For example, the 
McNamara-O’Hara Service Contract Act of 1965 and the Federal Construction Safety and Health Act of 1969 
were passed to provide some protection for contractors who were providing work for the federal government. 
The Metal and Nonmetallic Mine Safety Act of 1966 was authorized to protect coal miners after several 
tragedies occurred at mines involving multiple deaths (MacLaury, 1981).  
 
President-elect Richard Nixon proposed his own version of a safety and health bill after he won the 
presidential election and prior to taking office. One difference between President Nixon’s proposed legislation 
and President Johnson’s legislation was that Nixon’s bill established a five-person board that would be 
responsible for setting and enforcing laws. Responsibilities for worker safety and health would be split 
between the U.S. Department of Labor, which would handle inspections, and the Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare (HEW), which would be responsible for safety and health research (MacLaury, 1981).  
 
Many of the sections of the proposed legislation were opposed by labor groups and supported by businesses. 
Earlier in 1969, Democrats in Congress proposed different bills for health and safety that were similar to the 
proposed legislation from President Johnson (MacLaury, 1981). The two Democratic-backed (and labor-
backed) versions of the bill proposed by President Nixon were considered after the election was over. The 
result was that the Senate and House had to consider a compromise bill that incorporated some aspects of all 
of the proposed bills. Congress eventually passed the Occupational Safety and Health (OSH) Act in 1970, 
which contained more elements of the Democratic-proposed legislation than the legislation proposed by the 
Nixon administration. 
 
The final version of the OSH Act included a statement by Congress, which stated that the purpose of the 
legislation was based on the finding that personal injuries and illnesses from work situations impose a 
substantial burden on interstate commerce in terms of lost production, wage loss, medical expenses, and 
disability compensation payments. 
 
The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) was formed in response to the passage of the 
OSH Act of 1970. OSHA’s primary purpose is to make sure workers in the United States have safe and 
healthy workplaces. This purpose is reflected in the General Duty Clause included in the OSH Act of 1970.  
 

General Duty Clause 
 
The General Duty Clause states each employer shall provide a place of employment which is free from 
recognized hazards that are causing or are likely to cause death or serious physical harm (Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration, 1970).  
 
The General Duty Clause was included in the act because the writers recognized that it would not be possible 
for OSHA to anticipate every workplace hazard in its published and enforced standards. The clause gives 
OSHA a way to address hazards not previously recognized, or new hazards created by advances in industrial 
technology.  
 

Inspections 
 
OSHA has been given the authority to pass regulations related to workplace safety and to enforce those 
regulations. OSHA also has the authority to inspect workplaces covered by the OSH Act to identify unsafe 
conditions and issue citations and fines when unsafe conditions are present. The right of OSHA compliance 
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officers to enter a facility to inspect and the employer’s rights were contested in court; the courts ruled that the 
employer has a right to require OSHA compliance officers to obtain a warrant prior to allowing an inspection. 
In some cases, this has resulted in OSHA compliance officers obtaining a warrant prior to showing up at a 
facility if they have evidence that the employer might refuse entry.  
 
OSHA and the approved state programs do not have enough compliance officers to inspect every workplace 
in the United States on a regular basis. Therefore, OSHA established a priority system to ensure that it 
manages its resources properly and still provides adequate oversight of workplaces covered under the OSH 
Act. OSHA established four inspection priorities: imminent danger, fatality/catastrophe, complaints/referrals, 
and programmed inspections.  
 

 
 
Imminent Danger 

 
This refers to a situation that could cause death or some serious physical harm.  
 
Fatality/Catastrophe 
 
Fatality: An employee death resulting from a work-related incident or exposure; in general, from an injury or 
an illness caused by or related to a workplace hazard. 
 
Catastrophe: A hospitalization of three or more employees resulting from a work-related incident or exposure; 
in general, from an injury or an illness caused by a workplace hazard. 
 
Complaints/Referrals 
 
Complaints: Notice of an alleged safety or health hazard over which OSHA has jurisdiction or a violation of 
the OSH Act. There are two types of complaints. 
 

• Formal complaint: A complaint made by a current employee or representative of employees that meet 
the following requirements. 
o Asserts that an imminent danger, a violation of the Act, or a violation of an OSHA standard 

exposes employees to a potential physical or health harm in the workplace; 
o Reduced to writing or submitted on a Complaint (OSHA-7); and 
o Signed by at least one current employee or employee representative. 

• Nonformal complaint: Any complaint alleging a safety or health violation(s) that does not meet all the 
requirements of a formal complaint.  

 
Referrals: An allegation of a potential workplace hazard or violation received from a number of sources, 
including other federal agencies, like the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), state or local agencies, 
organizations, individuals who are not current employees, and the media. OSHA considers each referral and 
prioritizes the referrals based on an evaluation of the reliability of the source of the referral.  
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Programmed Inspections 
 
These include target specific high-hazard industries or individual workplaces that have experienced high rates 
of injuries and illnesses. OSHA has developed National Emphasis Programs (NEPs) which help determine 
where to focus their resources. These programs are developed by using inspection data, injury and illness 
data, NIOSH reports, peer-reviewed literature, analysis of inspection findings, and other available sources. 
Each region has also created local emphasis programs (LEPs) to address hazards or industries that pose a 
particular risk to workers in the office’s jurisdiction. The LEPs are enforcement strategies designed and 
implemented at the regional office and/or area office levels. The LEPs will be accompanied by outreach 
intended to make employers in the area aware of the program as well as the hazards that the programs are 
designed to reduce or eliminate. This outreach may be in the form of informational mailings, training at local 
tradeshows, or speeches at meetings of industry groups or labor organizations. 
 

Complaints 
 
The method OSHA uses in response to a complaint from a current employee or representative will depend on 
the nature of the complaint. For a nonformal complaint, initially OSHA may notify the employer by telephone, 
fax, email, or letter. The employer will be required to respond to the complaint, and OSHA will notify the 
complainant of the employer’s response to determine if the issue can be resolved. If the complainant can 
show that the employer’s response is false, or provides additional evidence that the complaint has not been 
resolved, an on-site inspection is typically performed. Valid formal complaints, especially those submitted on 
the OSHA-7 form that are signed, are typically followed up with an on-site inspection.  
 

Summary 
 
In this unit, we discussed the development of the OSH Act and OSHA’s inspection priorities. We also 
introduced OSHA’s Field Operations Manual (FOM), which provides OSHA offices with policies and 
procedures concerning the enforcement of occupational safety and health standards. This manual also 
provides current information and ensures that occupational safety and health standards are enforced with 
uniformity. 
 
 

References 
 
MacLaury, J. (1981, March). The Job Safety Law of 1970: Its passage was perilous. Monthly Labor Review, 

18–24. https://www.dol.gov/general/aboutdol/history/osha  
 
Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970, 29 U.S.C. § 651 (1970). https://www.osha.gov/laws-

regs/oshact/completeoshact  
 
 

Suggested Unit Resources 
 
In order to access the following resources, click the links below. 
 
The following video explains how workers can file a complaint with OSHA. 
 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration. (2016). Filing a complaint with OSHA. U.S. Department of 

Labor. cielo24. https://c24.page/yjrqgyfmdcqdwh64u8x6sdw8bx 
 
This fact sheet provides an overview of the OSHA inspection priorities, the inspection process, appeals and 
workers’ rights. 
 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration. (2016). OSHA fact sheet: OSHA inspections. U.S. 

Department of Labor. http://www.osha.gov/OshDoc/data_General_Facts/factsheet-inspections.pdf  
 
 

https://c24.page/yjrqgyfmdcqdwh64u8x6sdw8bx
http://www.osha.gov/OshDoc/data_General_Facts/factsheet-inspections.pdf
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